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Viewpoint

This Viewpoint is based on and written in response to Chang-Sheng
Gu’s book, Awaken: Memoirs of A Chinese Historian. Bloomington, IN: AuthorHouse, 2009. x plus 215 pp. Softcover, $ 14.99. ISBN 978-1-4490-0617-4.
I knew it would be challenging for me as an Adventist minister from
mainland China who was converted from atheism and communism to
faith in Jesus and membership in the Adventist Church, and yet who has
never renounced her love for the Chinese Communist Party because of
her new faith, to write a review on Awaken: Memoirs of a Chinese Historian,
an autobiography by professor Chang-Sheng Gu who openly renounced
both Adventism and the Chinese Communist Party. In many aspects,
professor Gu is a “strange other” to me, whom I can dialogue with, learn
lessons from, and receive different perspectives on many things without
agreeing with him on all the issues raised.
Gu’s memoir is roughly divided into four periods of his life, i.e., his
pre-Adventist life, life in the Adventist Church, life under the Chinese
Communist Party, and life in the United States, a life story spanning more
than eight decades.
Gu’s pre-Adventist life was “a life in a slum” (1). His family belonged
to the poorest class of Chinese people whose major concern in life was to
survive no matter what. Although Gu only devoted six pages (1-6) to this
period of his life, this provides an important social background which
sheds a lot of light on Gu’s perspective of life and helps the readers understand the behavior of Gu’s parents as well as himself.
Gu summarizes his family’s “conversion” to Adventism by using a
typical Chinese expression, “eating the foreign religion” (6). As typical
of this kind of conversion that happened and is still happening in many
poor countries, the Adventist Church felt “the best way to attract people
to join the church was to offer them jobs or charity” (6). So they took “loving” advantage of the poor people’s desire to survive by offering Gu’s
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father a job in the Shanghai Adventist Sanitarium under the condition that
he “would have to be baptized before he could take a job” (5). After his
father began work, Gu’s life story within the Adventist Church revolved
around their family’s effort to keep his father’s job in the church (10) so
the family could survive. Gu especially notes that his father did not understand the meaning of his baptism, and what worried him was “the
dirty water” that he swallowed from the baptismal pool (18). Gu’s father’s
un-happy experience during his baptism appears to be a sign of Gu’s own
unhappy experience with the Adventist Church. Although his life in the
Adventist Church was not all bad since he had some encouraging experiences with Dr. Harry Miller that brightened his outlook on the Adventist
Church, his overall evaluation of life in the Church was that he “let” his
life “be dictated by the Seventh-Day [sic] Adventist Church” (49). As a boy
he was required to attend the Adventist school in order for his father to
keep his job, and he claims he even had to marry a girl he did not love and
had to work in the Signs of the Times Publishing House in order to please
the Adventist pastor.
It is no wonder that at last, in 1951, after the Chinese Communist Party
took over the government, Gu was active in exposing the missionary activities in his church and he cooperated with the work team during the
‘Anti-American Imperialism Accusation Campaigns (83). He was “selected [by the Communist Party] as a member of the [accusation] committee”
(61) and later was “chosen to be one of the accusers at the third and last
accusation meeting against the Adventist Church” (64). During the accusation sessions Gu confessed that,“my work for the American Christian
mission in China was solely to make a living to support my family” (83).
In 1956, Gu finally ceased his work-relationship with the Adventist
Church and became a worker in the Shanghai Foreign Language College, and later he transferred to the Shanghai Institute of Historical Studies. During this time he remained as a theist. Throughout his early years
under the Chinese Communist Party, Comrade Luo, the director of the
Shanghai Bureau of Religious Affairs, had been friendly to him, but Gu’s
overall experience with the Chinese Communist Party was not a happy
one either. During the Great Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), like many
people during that time, Gu was falsely accused and was sent to a labor
camp for three years mainly due to his involvement with the National
Party during the Anti-Japanese War and also his work in the American operated Adventist publishing house. After Deng Xiaoping assumed power,
he was assigned a job to teach in the History Department of the East China
Normal University, at which time he started work on his book on the history of Christian mission in China.
In 1984, Gu traveled to the United States at the invitation of President
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Regan for the National Prayer Breakfast together with Billy Graham and
shortly after he became a visiting scholar at Yale University, thus marking
the starting point of his scholarly life in America. While traveling in the
United States in 1989, Gu responded to the government’s crushing of the
June 4th Student Movement by writing an article that was critical of the
Chinese Communist Party, which forced him to break off his working relationship with the Party. Since then he has remained in the United States
and is currently enjoying his life as an American citizen in Massachusetts.
Gu’s life is a miniature of the lives of the common masses in China. His
struggle to survive and to finally achieve success as a scholar in spite of
many years of turmoil in China is encouraging.
Gu did not explicitly explain the title of his book, leaving the reader to
ponder the question: Awaken, but from what, and by what? Is he referring to being awakened from the “brainwashing” of the Adventist Church
(70), but also awakened from Communist ideology? Or, awakened by the
democratic spirit of freedom in America?
As an Adventist minister serving the Adventist Church for more than
20 years, I have to confess that I felt a lot of pain as I read Gu’s book. My
Church and many other denominations owe an apology to people like Gu
and his parents, and to many other poor families who have been taken
advantage of in China and throughout the world. The Church is totally
responsible for creating “rice Christians.” Unless the Church recognizes
how it uses poor people, reconciliation between people like professor Gu
and the Adventist Church will never be possible. It is so easy to point a
finger at professor Gu and his family for eating the foreign religion, but
that may be too critical. As I noted earlier, Gu’s family belonged to the
poorest class in China. Gu’s parents and even himself while in the Adventist Church were deprived of traditional Confucius ethical teachings.
The ideal person in Confucianism is what Mencius described when he
said that,“a virtuous man is a man whom no money and rank can corrupt
him, no poverty and hardship can shake him, and no power and force can
suffocate him.” This high ethical standard belongs to the educated elite in
China so no one should judge Gu and his family by this ethical standard.
To the poor masses what counts is whatever it takes to help them survive.
It is in this area of people’s struggle to survive that the Adventist Church
needs to be self-critical because somehow, in the name of Jesus, the church
took advantage of simple struggling humanity’s need to survive and thus
betrayed many and placed a stumbling block before the little ones whom
Jesus loves. I am thankful that God’s grace continued to work in Gu’s
life for even after his bad experience with the Church, for Gu remained
a believer in God. Gu’s experience leaves one pondering the relationship
between a visible church organization and the kingdom of God. Does God
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still embrace someone like professor Gu who left the “Remnant Church”
for various reasons?
In addition to sharing some of his life story in the Adventist Church,
Gu the historian also provides some statistics concerning the former Adventist China Division and offers his insight into the Adventist system. He
specially mentioned that “from 1902 to 1940, the China Division received
a total of $635,802.95 from the United States to be spent primarily on the
construction of church, school, and hospital buildings. Instead, over 40%
of the money was spent on the missionaries’ residences alone while the
church buildings only occupied 2.3% of the total funds (63). Gu is not the
first person to refer to this statistic. As early as 1951, both the China Division treasurer, S. J. Lee, and the former China Division Executive Secretary, David Lin, lamented that “today [1951] all the fine, large buildings
in which the church invested 40 percent of its funds, and the missionaries’
houses which consumed another 43.5 percent, are in the hands of God’s
enemies. They stand as a monument to the former wealth of the Seventhday Adventist Church in China” (see S. J. Lee, “Adventism in China: The
Communist Takeover,” Spectrum 7 (1976), 16-22; David Lin, “Years of
Heartbreak: Lessons for Mission by a China Insider,” Spectrum 7 (1976),
22-33.). Lin also adds that “with very few exceptions, the China Training
Institute [the “Andrews University” in the former China Division] faculty
and student body of 1950-1951 are no longer practicing Seventh-day Adventists. The same is true of our other schools. . . . Men hurrying to be
baptized in order to qualify for a job.”
From a missiological perspective and as an eye-witness account of
the current growth of the Chinese Adventist Church, I believe that the
dissolving of the former China Division has proved to be a blessing in
disguise, and part of that blessing includes the rise of the Chinese Communist Party and the enforcement of the Three-Self Principles (Self-governing, Self-financing, and Self-propagating) in the Adventist Church. All
these events have produced several positive results. First, it cleansed the
Adventist Church of rice Christians, second, political forces helped the
Adventist Church in China, the fat lady, in George Knight’s words, to reduce her weight in order to enter the narrow gate by forcing her to forsake
her top-heavy institutional structure (Does the Adventist Church worldwide also need some political force to help her today?), third, events in
China enabled the Adventist churches to rely more on the leading of the
Holy Spirit. When the former China Division was still in existence with
all its institutions, church membership in 1946 was just a little over 20,000.
Today, without any institutions, no seminary, no hospitals or schools, the
Adventist Church has a membership of 400,000.
Zheng Zhao-Rong, the 93 year-old pastor, former president of the
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Chongqing Sanitarium and Hospital, and also a former principal of the
Chongqing Adventist Academy, reflected on the Adventist mission in
China in these words:
During the time when the Chinese Adventist Church was under the leadership of a Mission, the leadership structure in Shanghai was huge with lots
of personnel spending lots of money, but the baptisms were not many. Later
when foreign missionaries were gone, and outside financial support was cut
off, our loving heavenly Father moved the brothers and sisters in Shanghai to
work for the Lord with zeal. Although at that time, in the Shanghai church,
there was only one person who got full-time pay and only a few received allowances, the lay members of the church worked with zeal, and every year,
there are more than 200 people baptized. For so many years, the Mission failed
to translate the five great works, the Great Conflict Series of the Spirit of Prophecy, and yet, within a short period of two or three years, these were all translated and printed under extremely difficult situations. When the Mission was
still in China for so many decades, was there ever an incidence that more than
1,000 or 2,000 people were being baptized at one time? Never! And yet, when
there was no foreign leadership, these kind of baptisms of 1,000 and 2,000 actually happened. What do these facts indicate? It indicates that the progress of
God’s ministry does not depends upon talents, knowledge, and money, but the
willingness to suffer hardship and to endue toil, and God’s faithful sons and
daughters obey God’s guidance, looking up to the results which are given by
the Lord through the Holy Spirit. The past experiences, and the understanding
of the past, give us important lessons. We should always bear in mind these
lessons which the Lord has given us in practical lives (Zheng Zhao-Rong, letter
written November 23, 2008 to a leading brother in Beijing, and that was sent
by the brother to the General Conference President together with the brother’s
own letter regarding Chinese Adventist Church issues. Both of the letters never
received a reply).

In addition to the above letter, Gu’s life story under the Chinese Communist Party also caused me a lot of pain. His story recalls the painful and
difficult road China has collectively gone through as it moved towards
modernization. Despite so much pain caused by human systems, as a
minister working in China, I would like to offer my opinion to professor
Gu as well as people in the West regarding the Chinese Communist Party.
In his epilogue, Gu expressed his firm belief that “China will have democracy in the near future.” He was “hopeful for China because my country has over four thousand years of civilization to back her up” (204). I
agree with Gu that China will have democracy in the future, but I firmly
believe every country has its own culture and ways to achieve prosperity.
It seems that Gu felt democracy was the way to solve all China’s problem, but apparently he wrote this before the economic crisis started in the
United States before spreading to the rest of the world like an epidemic.
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China does have over four thousand years of civilization, but has also experienced over two thousand years of autocratic political systems. The
last emperor of China was only overthrown in 1911, and within 100 years,
it is amazing that China could make such progress under the leadership
of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). Comparing today’s China with
the China of sixty years ago, I would have to say that the CCP fulfilled its
promise to the Chinese people when it first propagated its ideology. It is
true that the CCP is an autocratic political party, and yet it was born within the context of the larger Chinese culture, is part of the Chinese people
and their way of doing things, and works comfortably within the Chinese
worldview. The CCP fits the mentality of the common Chinese people,
for it was crafted by the Chinese people. If outsiders want to help China,
simply writing articles harshly criticizing it will never help, but will only
harden the hearts of the leadership in China.
I believe that when Chinese people harshly criticize the CCP in front of
an overseas audience they may be suspected of building their own political status in the West. It has been my observation that one of the fastest
ways to gain popularity in the West is to speak openly against the CCP.
Why is it so hard to give more time to China, and leave China alone to
her own people and problems? If people really want China to change for
the better, it would be better for them not to take the easy route by staying overseas and writing, but to return home and contribute their part in
improving the country. This is what Detrich Bonhoeffer did when he decided to take the last ship from the States back to Germany to join his suffering people to face the challenges together as part of the collective body.
Furthermore, democratic ideas have been part of Western civilization
from the very beginning, starting from the Greek city states more than
two thousand years ago. Western civilization has also gone through a
number of democratic movements throughout the ages, including the Renaissance, the Protestant Reformation, the Industrial Revolution, etc. The
United States started with a democratic system partly because of what
the Puritans had gone through, yet more than two hundred years later in
1963 Martin Luther King gave his “I have a dream” speech. Even today on
the Martin Luther King holiday similar speeches and sermons are given
to push for more democratic treatment towards African Americans even
inside the Adventist Church. So a lack of democracy is not only a CCP
problem, it is also part of the prevailing culture of the Orientals where collectivism is preferred over individualism.
Inside China, the lack of democracy was also a problem within the
Adventist Church, even in Adventist homes. But I do agree with Gu that
China will “gradually and peacefully [be] changed” (204) for the better.
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Gu’s life experiences tell it well that whenever a country is in turmoil, the
common people suffer most.
There are some other minor things I would like to interact with in Gu’s
book. Gu asked, “where did all of the grain go? When in Anhui province
alone there were 700,000 people [who] starved to death in the years between 1959-1961” (132, 133). All the figures Gu used were from a local
government leader. The first reason he gave was “the grain went into the
stomachs of most of the members of the CCP, from Mao and the highest officials to the grassroots party members.” I checked with my mother,
currently an ordained pastor of the Adventist Church in China, who was
a government officer at that time and a non-Communist regarding Gu’s
statement. She said this must be Gu’s misunderstanding. In fact, from the
grass root CCP members’ home up to Chaiman Mao Tse Tong’s home,
everyone’s rice was regulated during those years.
At that time, in spite of the starvation, most of the Chinese people still
passionately loved Chairman Mao and that was why there was no revolt
during that time. Furthermore, the Chinese people had not yet been awakened from their Mao worship. The reason which caused the starvation
was first of all, the inflation of the grain harvest figures by local governments who wanted to create a picture that communism was successful so
they exaggerated the figures of the grain harvest when reporting them to
the central government. The result was that most of grain was stored to
exhibit the prosperity under the leadership of the Party while people were
actually starving. A second reason was that even when there was grain
in the fields, all the human power was being invested in the steel making
program so not enough people were left to harvest the grain.
One additional minor thing that is apparent is that professor Gu is not
very well acquainted with Adventist teachings and doctrines, otherwise
he would not have stated that “their [Adventists] prophet was Ellen White
and their interpretation of the Bible is based on her writings” (11). This is
a very common misunderstanding about the Adventist Church by nonAdventists.
A third minor thing I would like to point out is that professor Gu comments that “the ideology that ‘history should serve the politics, especially
the present politics’ is still strong today in the People’s Republic of China
under the leadership of the Chinese Communist Party” (140). My question
is, In which country is it that history does not serve politics? The CCP simply and clearly stated this political principle while the rest of the Western
world would not dare say it. History is never neutral, so when Gu states
that “as a historian, I told American audiences the true stories of what
happened in the People’s Republic of China,” I believe he made that statement in all honesty, yet I would have to add that the same history written
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by different people always comes out with a different slant, and each of
those versions could be called a true version of history, but not the only
true or complete one.
Overall, I found this book thought provoking. I’m grateful for Gu’s
honest opinion and description of the human side of the Adventist
Church. It is a valuable first-hand historical book, but it is also important
to recognize that any human organization has the same kind of faults as
mentioned in this book. The book also reminded me that we should never
lose sight of the God who is in, outside of, and above the Church. I recommend that a copy of this book should be placed wherever mission training is taking place and in the administrative headquarters of the General
Conference and divisions to help church leaders remember the lessons
from the former China Division. The Adventist Church should never forget what was done to the poor in China. Never again should employment
be used as an inducement for church membership. Never again should
poor families be hurt like the Gu family was.
Rebekah Liu is an ordained pastor from
Mainland China, currently a candidate for the
PhD degree in New Testament Studies at the
Seventh-day Adventist Theological Seminary.
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